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Sample syllabus for introductory college course on the Bible using 
Understanding the Bible as A Scripture in History, Culture, and Religion 
by James W. Watts, Wiley, 2021 
  
Course Description: The Bible contains some of the world’s most widely read literature 
and has influenced art, literature, law and politics, as well as religious traditions. This survey 
of Jewish and Christian scriptures will pay particular attention to the function of the Torah, the 
Gospels, and the Bible as ancient and modern scriptures, as well as to their literary contents, 
their composition, and their role in the development of Western religions and cultures. 
 
Audience: Students interested in the Bible, Judaism, Christianity, or religion generally and 
wanting to fill Humanities core requirements, as well as majors and minors in Religion, Jewish 
Studies, History, and Literature. 
 
Course Objectives: The goals of this course are to have students  
1. gain sufficient familiarity with ancient history to understand the cultural contexts out of 
which biblical literature grew and which in turn were shaped by the Bible;  
2. be able to describe where the Bible fits in in the diversity of human religious 
phenomena, and how it has influenced religions and cultures; 
3. recognize and appreciate the possibilities and problems in conducting a coherent, 
disciplined study of biblical literature, and become aware of the diversity of 
perspectives within that study.  
Required Textbook: Watts, Understanding the Bible as a Scripture in History, Culture, and 
Religion (Chichester: Wiley Blackwell, 2021). 
 
Recommended Textbook:  New Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha, 4th edition 
You may use another Bible (20th-21st century translation) for the class readings if you wish, 
and in any language you wish.  
 
Schedule of Topics and Assignments: Reading assignments must be completed by 
class on the day listed. Keep the reading questions in mind as you read and make notes.   
• Bible = readings from the Bible by book name, chapter (before any colon) and verses 
(after the colon). 
• UBS = textbook: Understanding the Bible as a Scripture 
• Online = readings hotlinked in the online syllabus (under “Content”).  
  
 
Dates   Topics Reading questions Assignments 
Mon Aug 24    Scriptures and 
Rituals 
What is a scripture? How are 
scriptures ritualized? How do 
Passover and Communion 
ritualize scripture for Jews and 
UBS xvii-xv, 1-9  
Bible: Exodus 12:1-13;  
1 Corinthians 11:23-34  
 
Dates   Topics Reading questions Assignments 
Christians? How are Jewish and 
Christian bibles the same? How 
are they different? 






Time of Ezra 
What is the place of the 
Pentateuch in Jewish, Samaritan 
and Christian scriptures? When 
did it become scripture? 
UBS 15-25   
Bible: Deuteronomy 6; 





How did scribes write 
manuscripts? How did the 
invention of printing change the 
look of biblical texts? 
UBS 9-14  
Class visit to Library’s 
Special Collections 
Wed Sep 2  Torah 
Rhetoric Part 1 
Who is YHWH? Who is Israel? 
How do the stories of Genesis and 
Exodus establish their identities? 
UBS 26-39 
Bible: Genesis 2-4; 12; 15-18, 
22, 28-32, 37, 45; Exodus 1-4, 
7, 11, 19-20 
Mon Sep 7 Torah 
Rhetoric Part 2 
Whose voices dominate the 
Pentateuch? How do the laws 
characterize God? What is Moses’ 
role? Who is Israel? What do 
Israel’s rituals accomplish? 
UBS 39-51 
Bible: Exodus 24, 32-34, 40; 
Leviticus 16, 26; Numbers 13-
14 




What is the Deuteronomistic 
History? How does the Bible 
explain Israel’s history from the 
settlement to the Exile? 
UBS 51-58 
Bible: Genesis 9; Joshua 6; 
Judges 1, 4-5; 1 Samuel 16-
18, 31; 2 Samuel 1, 11-12; 1 
Kings 11:41-12:33; 2 Kings 
17:1-14; 24:1-25:30. 
Mon Sep 14 Torah’s Iconic 
Dimension 
After Ezra 
How did Ezra ritualize the Torah’s 
iconic dimension? What are tifillin 
and mezuzahs? How are Torah 
scrolls made? What is the holiest 
object in Judaism? What is a 
codex?  
UBS 60-82  
  
 
Wed Sep 16 Torah’s Iconic 
Dimension 
Before Ezra 
Who wrote on the stone tablets? 
Who wrote the Torah scroll? 
Where was the Ark kept? What is 
the difference between the Ark of 
the Covenant and arks in 
synagogues? What are the Ketef 
Hinnom amulets? Where did 
Josiah find an old Torah scroll? 
What did he do with it? 
UBS 82-95  
Bible: Exodus 24-25; 
Deuteronomy 31; 2 Kings 22-
23 
Dates   Topics Reading questions Assignments 
Mon Sep 21 Expressing 
Torah After 
Ezra  
How did the Exile influence the 
Bible? What is the expressive 
dimension of texts? How have 
Jews and Christians performed the 
Torah aloud, and in what 
languages? What effect does it 
have? In what language was the 
Torah originally written? Why is 
oral performance more inclusive 
than interpretation?  
UBS 98-114  
Bible: Nehemiah 8-9.  
Group 
Assignment  
Moses movies How do these movies depict Moses 
and God? What modern tendencies 
to you see in these movies? 
Collection of YouTube clips 
Wed Sep 23 Expressing 
Torah Before 
Ezra 
What kinds of songs appear in the 
Hebrew Bible? Why did ancient 
people read ritual texts aloud? 
How did psalmody influence 
subsequent Judaism and 
Christianity? How do the prophets 
express the covenant? 
UBS 114-127 
Bible: Psalms 8, 22, 113-115; 
Hosea 11; Isaiah 2, 7, 40; 
Jeremiah 20, 28, 36. 
Monday Sep 28 3:45 pm Test #1   
Wed Sep 30 Interpreting 
Life: Wisdom 
Literature  
What is Wisdom literature? What 
biblical books are in the positive 
and skeptical traditions of 
Wisdom? Why was Job upset? 
What does God’s answer to Job 
mean?  
UBS 131-135 
Bible: Proverbs 7-8, 31; 
Ecclesiastes 1; Job 1-3, 18-19, 
38-42.  






Why and when were other books 
added to the Torah to make the 
Tanak? What was a suzerainty 
treaty? Why does the Pentateuch 
threaten punishments? What is 
apocalyptic literature? Why did it 
become popular? 
UBS 135-152 
Bible: 1 Maccabees 1; Daniel 
7, 12; Mark 13; Revelation 
6:1-8:2. 




How did Ezra ritualize the Torah’s 
semantic dimension? How have 
later Jews and Christians done it? 
Why have they identified 
themselves as Israel? What effects 
has this identification had on 
them? 
UBS 152-170 
Bible: Acts 7:2-53; Romans 
11 
Dates   Topics Reading questions Assignments 
Mon Oct 12 Interpreting 
Torah Before 
Ezra 
What was a scribe? Who are the 
Bible’s ideal scribes? What are P, 
not-P and D? When do historians 
now date the composition of the 
Pentateuch? 
UBS 170-182  
Bible: Genesis 1-2; Exodus 2; 
Leviticus 10; Deuteronomy 
34;  
The Gospels as a Scripture 
Wed Oct 14 Jesus What do the New Testament 
Gospels emphasize most about 
Jesus? How does Mark begin the 
story of Jesus? What does Mark 
want readers to know about Jesus?  
UBS 187-194 
Bible: Mark 1-16  
Mon Oct 19 Interpreting 
Jesus 
According to Paul, who was 
Jesus? What effect did Jesus’ 
death have on other people? 
According to Hebrews, who was 
Jesus? How and why do Paul and 
Hebrews quote the Hebrew Bible?  
UBS 194-197 
Bible: Acts 9:1-31; Acts 19:1-
41; 1 Corinthians 1:1-25; 
12:12-13:13; 15:1-28; 
Romans 3:1-20; 4:13-5:21; 
Hebrews 8; John 1. 
Wed Oct 21 The Gospels What does “gospel” mean? What 
is a gospel? What do Matthew, 
Luke and John add to Mark’s 
account? How are the gospels 
similar to each other? How do 
they differ?  
UBS 198-205 
Bible: Matthew 1-2, 5-7; 26-
28; Luke 1-2, 10, 24; John 1, 
9, 17-18.   
Monday Oct 26 5:00 pm Test #2 due in Blackboard   
Wed Oct 28 Iconic Gospels Who was Irenaeus? Why did he 
insist on four and only four 
legitimate gospels? What physical 
form do Gospels and Bibles take? 
How did Christians use Gospels? 
Why did Roman courtrooms 
display Gospel books? How are 
Gospel books and icons similar? 
UBS 206-214 
 
Mon Nov 2 Expressing 
Gospels 
What is a lectionary? What 
language did Jesus speak? In what 
language were the Gospels 
written? When did biblical 
translations start? What does 
Jesus usually look like in art and 
movies? What effects have Jesus 
art and movies had on Christians, 
Jews, and others? 
UBS 215-231 
Bible: Acts 2; Genesis 11:1-9 
Dates   Topics Reading questions Assignments 
Group 
assignment 
Jesus movies How do these movies depict Jesus 
and the disciples? What modern 
tendencies to you see in these 
movies? 
Collection of YouTube clips 
Wed Nov 4 Atonement, 
Other Gospels, 
& Patriarchy 
How have later interpreters 
understood Jesus’ death on the 
Cross? How did non-biblical 
ancient Gospels understand Jesus? 
How has Patriarchy influenced the 
Bible, and the Bible Patriarchy? 
UBS: 234-241 
Online: Thomas 1-13; 
Mary (all) 
Mon Nov 9 Interpreting 
Jesus before 
the Gospels 
According to Mark, why did Jesus 
tell parables? What is the evidence 
that Matthew and Luke used Mark 
as their source? How does John 
relate to them? Why do historians 
have trouble verifying the Gospels’ 
stories about Jesus? 
UBS 241-249  
Bible: Mark 4:1-34; 12:1-12; 
John 20-21 
Bb: “Instructions for 5 
Gospels” Online: Five 
Gospels: compare Matthew 
12:1-50 with its parallels  








How did printing change Bible 
production? How do some torahs 
and bibles become relics? How do 
biblical maps and illustrations 
influence readers? How are bible-
films related to older art, theater 
and tableaus? 








How was biblical law first applied 
to daily life? How did Aristeas and 
the Rabbis interpret law? How did 
Paul and Jesus interpret law? How 
does Jewish and Christian 
interpretation of law differ? What 
does Moses represent?  
UBS 287-297 
Bible: 2 Chronicles 17:7-9; 
19:4-11;  Leviticus 21:7-15; 








What is historical criticism? How 
did debates over history affect 
Jewish and Christian 
denominations? How have 
scientific discoveries impacted 
views of Genesis? How has Genesis 
influenced science? 
UBS 297-307  
Bible: Genesis 1-2, 6-8;  
Psalm 104. 






How has Genesis shaped views 
about women? How has Genesis 
shaped views about Africans? How 
UBS 307-311 
Bible: Genesis 2-3, 9. 
Dates   Topics Reading questions Assignments 
has the Bible been used in social 
reform movements? 
 The Bible as a 
Scripture 
What four people are associated 
with changes in the Bible’s 
scripturalization? How is 
priesthood linked to scripture? 
UBS 314-319 
Wednesday, Dec 9 Final Exam   
 
